. Agents may be biological, chemical, physical, mechanical, psychological, and nutrient. Thus, exposure to the influenza virus may cause the flu in a susceptible host, whereas a deficiency of a nutritive element also may produce disease, such as decreased iron intake resulting in anemia.
The environment refers to external conditions and influences that affect life. Environments may be classified as physical and socioeconomic. The physical environment includes such areas as the geological structure, weather, climate, and season. Examples include a workplace environment with poor ventilation, or water and air pollution as a result of contaminants from industrial wastes. The socioeconomic environment includes such elements as
Prevention Level
Primary Prevention Actions taken to prevent the development of illness in well individuals duringthe stage of susceptibility Secondary Prevention Actions directed toward the early detection of individuals who already have disase Tertiary Prevention Actions directed toward limiting disability from disease or restoring function terium, virus), and the environment (see Figure) .
The host is a susceptible individual in whom an agent produces disease. This means that an individual who has immunity (e.g., vaccinations) or inherent resistance (e.g., genetics) is not considered susceptible. Other host factors that influence susceptibility include general health state, previous medical conditions, and demographic characteristics.
An agent is a factor whose presence can cause disease and whose E Pidemiology is defined as the study of the distribution and determinants of disease and injury frequency in human populations (Gordis, 1996) . Epidemiologic research is capable of not only quantifying and describing the phenomena under investigation, but also inferring a cause-effect relationship. Thus, in practical terms, it is the study of how various states of health are distributed in the population and what exposure agents, lifestyle determinants, and environmental conditions are associated with the presence or absence of disease (Rogers, 1994; Valanis, 1999) .
The major goal of epidemiology is to identify subgroups in the population at high risk for disease. Once this is accomplished, it can lead to the identification of specific risk factors amenable to modification, and to the development of primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention strategies designed to avoid, halt, reverse, or minimize disease (see Table) .
To develop prevention strategies, it is necessary to recognize how human disease develops. Disease has been classically described as a result of the epidemiologic triangle. This is the interaction among the susceptible host (humans), the agent (e.g., bac- conditions, environmental sanitation practices, and community/medical health access. A compromise in the socioeconomic environment contributes to disease occurrence (Valanis, 1999) .
Having an understanding of epidemiologic concepts and principles and the nature of interaction between the host, agent, and environment are essential to the identification of risk factors and causes of disease. Occupational and environmental health nurses can apply these principles to help identify sources of exposure and hazardous working conditions that interact with the worker to produce illness or injury. With this knowledge, prevention and intervention efforts then can be planned and implemented to control disease and improve health.
